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Discourse analysis is an interdisciplinary field of study and has been applied 
widely to investigations in such fields as philosophy, linguistics, psychology and 
literary criticism. Since the 1980s, theories of pragmatics such as the Speech Act 
Theory developed by Austin and Searle, the Cooperative Principle by Grice, the 
Politeness Principle by Leech, Brown and Levinson, and procedures for conversation 
analysis by Sinclair and Coulthard have been widely applied to analysis of texts of 
various genres, including literary texts.   
According to Pratt (1977) there is no contradiction between “literary language” 
and “ordinary language”. Discourse analysis may prove to be an effective approach 
to study language in literature, capable of revealing the theme or the characterization 
in fiction.  
Based on such assumption, the thesis attempts to analyze the conversations in 
The Portrait of a Lady by drawing insights from the research findings in discourse 
analysis. The Portrait of a Lady is generally regarded as the best of the early works 
by Henry James, the American novelist. By creating lively conversations among 
characters, Henry James demonstrated the contrast of character between the naïve 
Americans and the sophisticated Europeans, reflecting the innocence of the new 
world in conflict with the corruption and wisdom of the old. Major conversations 
between Isabel Archer, the heroine, and the intimate group of the men surrounding 
her, namely Lord Warburton, Caspar Goodwood and Osmond Gilbert are chosen for 
detailed analysis in the present paper.  
In analyzing the conversations, the Speech Act theory is used to reveal how 
characters with different identities and personalities perform their directives 
indirectly and politely. The Cooperative Principle is used to find out how and why 
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and how the conversational implicatures are generated in the discourse. The 
Politeness Principle is used to examine how different characters have adopted the 
politeness strategies to their advantages in communication.   
The analysis of the conversations has helped to reveal the sharp contrast in 
personality between the characters from the two continents and to demonstrate the 
international theme of this novel, thus providing a new perspective to understand 
Henry James.  
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Over the past twenty years, theories of pragmatics such as the Speech Act 
Theory developed by Austin and Searle, the Cooperative Principle by Grice, and the 
Politeness Principle by Leech, Levinson and Brown, and procedures for conversation 
analysis by Sinclair and Coulthard have been employed by scholars home and 
abroad to analyze texts of various genres. The feasibility of applying these theories 
to the analysis of literary texts has been investigated by scholars abroad. It has been 
found that there is no contradiction between literary language and ordinary language 
in the analysis of literary works. 
There has emerged a new trend of combining linguistics with the study of 
literature. Discourse research in literary works has been conducted by such linguists 
as J. Sinclair, G. Yule, and M. A. K. Halliday, etc. In analyzing conversations in 
literary texts, they have paid attention not only to the analysis of conversations but 
also to the process of interaction of the interlocutors, usually with a purpose of 
revealing the theme or the personality of the characters.  
This paper attempts to probe into a piece of literary work, The Portrait of a 
Lady, by using theories of the Speech Act Theory, the Cooperative Principle and the 
Politeness Principle in a comprehensive manner, with each throwing some light on 
the understanding of the theme and the characters of the literary text under research. 
The Speech Act theory is used to reveal how characters with different identities and 
personalities perform their directives indirectly and politely. The Cooperative 
Principle is used to find out how and why the characters violate the maxims of the 
Cooperative Principle in their conversations, and how the conversational 
implicatures are generated in the discourse. The Politeness Principle is used to 
examine how different characters have adopted the politeness strategies to their 
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conversations, it is hoped that the sharp contrast of character between the naïve 
Americans and the sophisticated Europeans will be revealed and the novelist 
international theme demonstrated. 
The Portrait of a Lady is generally regarded as the best of the early works by 
Henry James, the American novelist. By creating lively conversations among 
characters in the novel, the novelist gives an eloquent expression of the sharp 
difference of the character between the Americans and the Europeans as well as the 
international theme. This paper will focus on the conversations between Isabel 
Archer, the heroine, and the three men that surround her, namely, Lord Warburton, 
Caspar Goodwood and Osmond Gilbert, who represent three kinds of people with 
different identities and characters. The conversations in Chapter 12, Chapter14, 
Chapter 16 and Chapter 41, in which the three men are involved in serious conflicts 
with the heroine, are chosen as data for detailed study.  
The thesis consists of three chapters exclusive of the introduction and the 
conclusion. Chapter One presents the analytic framework of the present paper. A 
review on previous researches conducted by major linguists in the field of discourse 
analysis is followed by a synthesized analytic framework, in which the Speech Act 
Theory by Austin and Searle, the Cooperative Principle by Grice and the Politeness 
Principle by Leech, Brown and Levinson are used as sources of theoretical support.   
Chapter Two gives a brief introduction to Henry James, the novelist, and his 
work The Portrait of a Lady. It is noted that conversations, which make up a 
considerable portion in this novel, work as an important means of characterization. 
The present paper will therefore focus on the analysis of conversations between the 
protagonist and the intimate group around her, including Lord Warburton, Caspar 
Goodwood and Osmond Gilburt.   
Chapter Three is devoted to a detailed analysis of the conversations thus 
selected. The conversations are analyzed in the light of theories of pragmatics 















Americans and Europeans is shown with diagrams and charts.  
In the conclusion, results of the present research are summarized and the 
limitations of this paper are admitted.  
This paper can be significant for future studies in that it provides a new 
prospective for understanding fiction. It may further testify and enrich the 
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Chapter 1  The Analytic Framework of the Paper 
 
Since the early 1980s, discourse research in literary works has been conducted 
by scholars, noticeably J. Sinclair and M. Coulthard in Europe, G. Yule and S. 
Thompson in America, and M. A. K. Halliday and R. Hasan in Australia. 
Conversations among characters in literary texts are the focus of analysis in 
discourse stylistics, which attaches importance not only to the analysis of 
conversations but also to the process of interaction of the interlocutors, usually with 
a purpose of revealing the theme or the personality of the characters. With the 
development of such theories as Conversation Analysis put forward by J. Sinclair 
and M. Coulthard, the Speech Act Theory by Austin and Searle, and the Cooperative 
Principle by Grice, there has emerged a new trend of combining linguistics with the 
study of literature. Scholars abroad have investigated the feasibility of applying these 
theories to discourse analysis. They have found that there is no contradiction 
between literary language and ordinary language in the analysis of literary works. 
(Zhu Xiaozhou, 2002: 60-63) They pointed out that linguistic theories for ordinary 
language analysis can also be employed in literary criticism. 
In Toward a Speech Act Theory of Literary Discourse, Pratt (1977) suggests and 
demonstrates that it is both possible and necessary to develop a unified theory of 
discourse which allows us to talk about literature in the same terms as we use to talk 
about other things with language. She states that literature itself is a speech context, 
and as with any utterance, the way people produce and understand literary works 
depends enormously on unspoken, culturally shared knowledge of the rules, 
conventions and expectations when language is used in that context. She also states 
that there is no valid reason to assume that language stops being itself when it enters 
a literary work, and what speech-act theorists have taught us about the way words 
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